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Except when rapids and falls occur near the mouths of such great
streams, the latter are eminently serviceable for inland navigation,
ind particularly so if the average fall in the bed of the river is
small, as it is in those of the great rivers of South America.
The Amazon has a fall of less than 2| inches per mile in the 2,000
miles of its course from Iquitos to the sea, and is thus far the
most notable navigable river in the world. The Paraguay-
Parana from Coramba to the La Plata Estuary likewise has but
a gentle fall and is navigable for small craft for at least 1,500 miles.
The Orinoco, however, differs from the two larger waterways
of the continent in that rapids occur some 600 miles upstream and
divide navigation on the river into upper and lower sections, but
this river resembles the others mentioned, inasmuch as the fall
between the Casiquiare Channel and the rapids and again between
the rapids and the sea, is very small indeed. The fourth leading
drainage channel of South America, namely the Sao Francisco
River of Brazil, is a plateau river which receives only a limited
number of streams flowing westwards and inland before emptying
themselves into it. Like that of the Orinoco, its course is broken
by rapids, which, however, owing to the fact that they are
situated near the sea at the place where the river descends from
the plateau, terminate in an enormous cataract; but above this
sharp descent the river has little fall in the next 800 miles, and is
navigable nearly to its source.

A closer examination of the disposition of the eastern highlands
reveals the fact that between one and another there are only
narrow passages whereby the drainage of upwards of two-thirds
of the whole continent escapes to the sea. The result is that
immense flagon-shaped areas of lowland and moderate upland
have come into existence whose narrow tongues reaching to the
sea are traversed lengthwise by great rivers draining enormously
wider areas behind these defiles.

The Amazon and the Orinoco both flow through narrow
passages, in each case not more than 150 miles wide, shortly
before entering the sea. The Rio de la Plata system is confined
in its estuary section to a space of lowland of about 200 miles
in width between the crystalline rocks of the Uruguayan continua-
tion of the Brazilian Plateau and similar rocks in the Tandil
Sierra in the central part of Buenos Aires Province. A similar
feature is observable in the Maracaibo area of Colombia and
Venezuela, where a lowland area, occupied in part by a brackish
lake, discharges its drainage into the sea through a bottle-neck
little more than a third in width of the inland depression. The
peculiar shape of Lake Maracaibo with its narrow outlet is itself
not only an indication of the form of the basin in which It lies.